Thinking of you. I might say that. When all the other kids were inside, Galen Darcy crawled out of a window well. He stood in front of me, with his dirty face and long hair and brown summer skin. We were in the third grade.
"If you're waiting for Jason, he won't be here the rest of the week," he said. "Didn't you hear about his dad?" I nodded. Galen's dad was a doctor. To him, people didn't just die, they choked, bled, rotted, starved, stroked-out, and burned. I usually ig nored him when he talked like this, like back in April, when he told me my baby brother had drowned, even though he hadn't been swim ming; he'd been inside my mother. I would've ignored him again, but then there was this thing I hadn't thought of before: that if you stud ied the way a person lived, if you knew something about anything, as Galen always seemed to, you might be able to see his particular kind of death. As if a photo of a scorched and scrunched-up plane in a corn field should have been taped to the Murphy refrigerator from the mo ment Charles had chosen to dust crops.
The bell rang and we went inside.
John T. Price
The rest of the week I watched for Jason from my front step every day after school, just in case he showed up. I even tried to pray for him in church. We hadn't been to church for a long time, but then that Sun day morning Mom pulled the covers off and told me to get dressed. I thought she was kidding and yanked the covers back over my head, but then she snapped her fingers.
When we entered First Congregational, the people by the coffee machine turned their heads to look at us. Some of them moved in our direction, but Mom told us to come along, leaving Dad to greet them.
She walked each of us to our Sunday school rooms. Mine was sepa rated off from the big meeting hall by an orange accordion divider that could be opened (Reverend Hearn had explained) to make us kids feel like we were part of the "vital community of faith." Our parents, the Reverend, anyone could just wander in and join our discussion. That first Sunday back in church, I was glad to see the divider closed. I didn't want those people staring and putting their arms around me, like they had back in April.
Mrs. Long was our Sunday school teacher. She had long dark hair and cheekbones that were high and soft like pillows tucked under bed sheets. Her flowery skirt whispered when she walked across the car pet. She greeted us with a big smile, and asked what we'd done that summer. We raised our arms and shook them and shot out names of people, animals, and places. She said she was glad so many of us had mentioned spending time with friends (had we?) because that was going to be our theme for the day: friendship. During the walk home after school, I hung a little ways behind Ja son and Galen, who acted like I wasn't there. After Galen took his cut-off, Jason and I talked again, but only about school. When we got to his cut-off, I stopped and wanted to tell him something more, something important, but a drain opened and all the words ran out. I shoved my hand into my pocket, and felt the crumpled newspaper article. I took it out and handed it to him. "Thinking of you," I said, and then he walked off down the street.
After that, I hardly spent any time with Jason or Galen after school, which was fine with my mother. She was still angry at Galen about the army men incident. That summer, just before school started,
Galen had lined up all my army men in the driveway, dumped the lawnmower gasoline on them, and set them on fire. One afternoon, I heard a knock at the door. It was Dale Chalmers, who lived one neighborhood over and was a year behind me in school.
He was taller than me and stockier, but had a thatch of curly white hair that made him look like a clown. Dale was the only boy in his family, like me, and had two sisters, but they were in high school. The few times I'd gone over to his house, his sisters had tousled our hair and We played in the basement until after midnight, because no one told us to go to bed. When we finally hauled ourselves upstairs, Dale went into his room and told me to wait outside. A sliding door opened and closed. Dale dragged out two sleeping bags: a Jungle G.I.Joe sleep ing bag and an old brown one with a cowboy on it, which he tossed at me. The hallway was dark, except for the orange glow from the night light. Lying on the floor, I could just see the old bookshelf at our feet.
On top of it were framed photos. In one there was a younger Mrs.
Chalmers, her short black hair pasted to her scalp, and in another was his father, looking tall and crisp in his military uniform. Between them was a picture of a little boy. He was dressed in overalls and toddling toward the camera, his fat little arm raised up and shaking a toy bunny or mouse. He had curly white hair. I stared into the dark behind the door, then back at the picture of Robert. How many people had walked by it and never guessed? "I had a brother who died," I said, "but he was only a baby. His name was James."
Dale asked me what happened, but I didn't know much. James was born dead. I never saw him. In the silence that followed, my eyes I liked telling Dale this story, and he often asked me to repeat it.
Mostly, though, I liked telling the story of Dale and me together, the two instead of just the one, Elijah and Elisha, chasing adventures and punishing enemies and making things right again.
Dale and I kept our distance at Duncombe Elementary, giving each other knowing looks and hand signs, so no one suspected our secret powers. We'd meet after school and take a different route home, to avoid Galen and Jason and the others. Astro. Galen and Jason were in the lobby, and we joined them in line for popcorn. Galen was excited about the movie, and couldn't stop talking about it. We entered the theater, which was big and dark and smelled like pond scum. The walls were decorated with Gothic sconces and there was a balcony that we thought was strictly reserved for high schoolers and men wearing sweat pants. We settled into the cool, plastic-covered seats, happy that we'd found four in a row that weren't torn with the stuffing sticking out. The lights dimmed, the big red velvet curtain parted, and we got started with Woody Woodpecker and Droopy. The cartoons felt as out of place in that theater, before that movie, as they would've in a church sanctuary. None of us laughed.
Beneath the Planet of the Apes finally opened with a rolling ocean tide, crashing onto a strange orange shore. In the background was the fa miliar voice of Cornelius, the chimpanzee archaeologist. He was read ing from the sacred text of ape civilization (twenty-ninth scroll, sixth verse), and Galen recited the words out loud from memory: "Beware the beast man, for he is the devil's pawn. Alone among God's pri mates he kills for sport or lust or greed. Yea, he will murder his broth er to possess his brother's land. Let him not breed in great numbers for he will make a desert of his home and yours. Shun him, drive him back into his jungle lair, for he is the harbinger of death."
The scene shifted to Cornelius reading from the scroll to Taylor, the lost astronaut played by Charlton Heston. This story was starting where the first one left off. Taylor and his beautiful but mute mate, Nova, had successfully escaped their ape captors and were about to set out on horseback into the Forbidden Zone. The orangutan Dr. The Iowa Review
